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A significant find of Kent Middle Bronze Age pottery: the 
Deverel-Rimbury assemblage from East Hall Farm, 
Sittingbourne 1 

by Mike Seager Thomas 


Summary 

The prehistoric pottery assemblage from East Hall Farm comprises 381 
sherds weighing approximately 4 kilograms (Table 1 ). The bulk of the sherds 
are unabraded, suggesting that they have not been moved from their original 
point of deposition. It is likely therefore that they provide a reliable indicator 
of the date of the features that yielded them. All belong to a single broad 
period group: Middle Bronze Age, here represented by forms and fabrics 
characteristic of the Deverel-Rimbury pottery tradition. The assemblage is 
important for three reasons. Firstly, single date assemblages are the key to 
characterizing the pottery of a region. Dispite its small size the present 
assemblage, which incorporates fine, medium and coarse wares, provides 
such an opportunity for north-central Kent. The presence of fine wares, which 
have only been identified on a handful of Kent sites, additionally 
demonstrates that local pottery use during the Middle Bronze Age was as 
eclectic as elsewhere in the Deverel-Rimbury zone. Secondly, among the 
reconstructable vessels are two types, which are best associated with other 
regions: an Ardleigh-type ‘bucket-urn’ and a globular jar similar to examples 
from Wessex. These vessels, which are in local fabrics, help in establishing the 
tradition’s extra-regional credentials. Lastly, the feature associations of these 
and the other Deverel-Rimbury types from the site differ, the Ardleigh-type 
‘bucket urn’ being dug-in like a cinerary urn, the remainder coming from 
domestic-type contexts. The comparison of these associations with the 
associations of Deverel-Rimbury pottery from elsewhere suggest the 
possibility of a distinct tradition of pottery use in Kent during the period. 


The Middle Bronze Age assemblage 

Interpretative Context 

The principal vessel types associated with the Deverel-Rimbury pottery 
tradition include large ‘bucket-urns’, smaller straight or convex-sided vessels, 
often with applied bosses, and small to medium-sized globular jars. The 
tradition is discussed in detail by Ellison in her unpublished 1975 thesis. 
Although the county has yielded a great deal of Deverel-Rimbury pottery, few 
major assemblages have been published, and none comparable to the best 


1 The final report on the excavations at East Hall farm including an edited version of this report 
can be found at http://www.kentarchaeology.ac/archrep/sittingbourne01.pdf 
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Table 1. East Hall Farm, Sittingbourne. Quantification of Middle Bronze Age pottery 

fabrics and daub. 


assemblages from East Anglia, the Thames Valley and Sussex. Accordingly all 
finds of Deverel-Rimbury pottery from the county are important. For Kent, 
the tradition has been discussed by Hawkes (1942), Champion (1982, 34), 
Macpherson-Grant (1 992) and a handful of others. Major Kent assemblages 
relevant to the interpretation of the present assemblage come from nearby 
Iwade (Hamilton & Seager Thomas 2005), Kingsnorth (Seager Thomas 2003), 
just across the Medway, Ramsgate (Moody et at. 2010), Sheppy (Coles et al. 
2003), Birchington (Powell-Cotton & Crawford 1924), and, in the Canterbury 
area, Highstead (Seager Thomas 2005) and Bridge (Longworth 1980, 173). 

Pottery typology 
Coarse wares 

The assemblage includes seven partially reconstructable coarse ware jars. It is 
certain, however, that a number of other vessels are represented. Four sherd 
groups derive from straight or convex-sided jars. The rim diameters of these 
vessels range in size between c. 14 and 32 cm. The largest, a slightly 
convex-sided jar from pit 1 5 (Fig. 2.6), is paralleled in the assemblage from 
Iwade 2 (Hamilton & Seager Thomas 2005), as is a smaller convex-sided jar 
with a fingertip impressed rim from the same context (Fig. 2. 7). 3 Further 
Kent examples of this fingertip-impressed form come from Highstead 4 , 
Newington (Macpherson-Grant 1992, fig. 4) and Ramsgate (Hawkes 1942, 


2 Context 1 001, pot 38 

3 Ditch 833, fill 486, pot 26 

4 Ditch 7334, fill 335 (not yet catalogued) 
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Figure 1. Deverel- 
Rimbury pottery from East 
Hall Farm 


fig. 1; Moody et at. 2010). The sherds comprising the two remaining vessels 
are too small to reconstruct with certainty but both were probably 
straight-sided (Figs 1.2 and 1 .3). Such vessels are known from all the 
foregoing sites. Extra-regional parallels for all four types occur in assemblages 
from Essex, notably those from Ardleigh (e.g. Erith & Longworth 1960, fig. 5) 
and North Shoebury (Brown 1995, fig. 62), and Sussex, notably those from 
Steyning Round Hill (Burstow 1958, fig. 4) and Varley Halls, Brighton 
(Hamilton 1997, fig. 15). 

The second major coarseware type, represented by sherds from a 
single vessel from context 8, is an Ardleigh-type ‘bucket-urn’. As found it was 
asymmetrical in shape, one axis measuring 38 cm across and the other 44 cm 
across. Ardleigh-type bucket urns are characterized primarily by the presence 
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of multiple, deep fingertip-impressions (Erith & Longworth 1960, 180; Brown 
1 995). In this case they are aligned horizontally. Sherds from up two other 
Ardleigh-type vessels are published for Kent, both from Gravesend (Barclay 
1995, fig. 10). Otherwise Ardleigh-type vessels are restricted to East Anglia. 
Like many East Anglian vessels the two Gravesend vessels contain 
grog-temper (ibid., 387). They may be imports from across the Thames, or, 
alternatively, the proximity of this part of Kent to East Anglia may have 
resulted in some mixing of traditions. The vessel from East Hall Farm is in a 
local fabric (see below). 

Fine wares 

Two groups of fine ware sherds were recovered, one from pit 11 and one 
from pit 1 5. Each belongs to a different globular bowl. The most complete 
comes from pit 11. It has a straight neck/ collar, with a rim diameter of 1 2 
cm, and a round lower body. Roughly incised decoration comprising 
alternating upright and inverted hatched-chevrons covers the neck/ collar. 
The shoulder, divided from the neck/ collar and the undecorated part of the 
lower body by two fingertip impressed cordons, carries six to eight horizontal 
incised lines. (Fig. 1 .5). The vessel from pit 1 5 is slightly bigger (c. 1 6 cm). It 
has a similar neck/collar configuration, but, although finished with a rough 
burnish, is undecorated (Fig. 2.8). 

Deverel-Rimbury fine wares are rare in Kent. The slightly shouldered 
globular form of both vessels has an approximate parallel in the assemblage 
from Iwade 5 and nearby Sheppy (Coles eta/. 2003) and incised decoration 
has been reported from Gravesend (Barclay 1995, 387), but Kent fine wares 
are best represented by a round-bodied, stamp-decorated bowl from 
Birchington (Cotton-Powell & Crawford 1924). The Birchington bowl is 
paralleled in assemblages from North Shoebury (Brown 1995, fig 62) and 
Sipson Lane, Middlesex, further up the Thames Valley (Cotton et al 1 986); 
while those from East Hall Farm are best paralleled in Wessex assemblages 
such as that from Kimpton, Hampshire (Dacre & Ellison 1981, 1 73, figs 1 4 
and 1 6). 

Discussion 

Minor differences in the shape and decoration of Deverel-Rimbury vessels 
from different regions have resulted in the identification of a number of 
distinct local variants of the tradition, including East Anglia’s Ardleigh group 
(Erith & Longworth 1960), a South Downs group (Ellison 1978), a lower 
Thames Valley group (Barrett 1 973; Ellison & Dacre 1981, 1 74), and at least 
two Wessex groups (Calkin 1 962; Ellison & Dacre 1 981, 1 73). To date Kent 
has yielded forms with close parallels in assemblages from all these regions. 
However, the distribution of vessel types belonging to these different sub¬ 
groups is by no means uniform across the county. This is demonstrated at 
East Hall Farm by the two fineware types and the Ardleigh-type bucket-urn’, 


5 Well 1145, fill 1175, pot 47 


4 



Figure 2. Deverel- 
Rimbury pottery from East 
Hall Farm 



‘neither of which can be paralleled in East Kent, and elsewhere in the county 
by the distribution of un-perforated applied bosses, a lower Thames Valley 
variant, which focus on the northwest, and below-rim perforations, a lower 
Thames Valley and Ardleigh variant currently unknown north of Highstead and 
east of Bridge/ Canterbury. There is no distinct Kent Deverel-Rimbury 
tradition {contra Champion 1982, 34), but, assuming it is not an accident of 
recovery or publication, there are sub-groups within the county. Given that 
none of the vessels comprising them are demonstrably imports, it seems 
likely that the origins of these are cultural rather than economic. 

Fabrics 

Kent Deverel-Rimbury fabrics are primarily flint-tempered. Since the present 
assemblage belongs to a single period group, and includes a range of types, it 


5 


can be assumed to reflect the range and proportions of fabrics in use during 
the period. Although comprising only five distinguishable fabrics, it includes 
coarse, medium and fine flint-tempered wares (Table 2). All of these are 
soft-fired. In terms of the range of fabrics, the only closely analogous groups 
of Kent Deverel-Rimbury fabrics known to the author are those from nearby 
Iwade and Sheppy. Similar coarse wares, however, occur right across the 
county. 


Fabric 

code 


Fabric description 



Inclusions 

F = burnt flint 

Fe = Fe oxide nodules 
(siderite) 

Grain-size classification after 
PPRG 1991,35 

Thickness 
in mm 

Firing 

X = exterior surface of sherd 

1 = interior surface of sherd 

C = core 

Other 

CF1 

10-15% medium sand-size to 
v. small pebble-size F 

15-19 

Orange buff X, dark grey 1, 
brown to grey brown C, or red 
brown to dark brown X, dark 
grey 1, grey C 

Vessels 1 and 6. 
Vessel 1 v. friable 
with fine sub- 
angular blocky 
structure 

CF2 

15-20% medium sand-size to 
v. small pebble-size F (less 
pebble-size F than CF1) 

9-13 

Dark grey to dark brown X, 
grey to buff 1, grey to brown 

C, or orange (burnt) X and 1 
(in context 12) 

Vessel 7. 

Friable 

F 

7-15% medium sand-size to 
small granule-size F 

6.5-12 

Grey brown to buff X and 1, 
grey C 

Vessel 3 

F(Fe) 

5% medium sand-size to small 
granule-size F, 2-3% medium 
to v. coarse sand-size Fe 

8-11 

Dark grey to brown X, dark 
grey to grey brown 1, brown to 
brown red C 

Vessel 4 

FF 

5-10% medium to v. coarse 
sand-size F 

5-7 

Dark grey to dark grey brown 

X, dark grey (mostly) to buff 1, 
dark grey C 

Vessels 5 and 8 

NB. No attempt was made to distinguish fabrics incorporating varying quantities of organic material/impressions 
or fabrics incorporating very fine grades of quartz sand. 


Table 2. East Hall Farm, Sittingbourne. Description of Middle Bronze Age pottery 

fabrics. 


The date of the assemblage 

Radiocarbon dated finds associated with Deverel-Rimbury pottery from 
outside the county place the tradition as a whole between c. 1 700 and 11 50 
cal BC (Needham 1 996, 1 32-4). Where within this to place East Hall Farm is 
uncertain. A series of radiocarbon dated associations for Ardleigh-type wares 
from Brightlingsea similar to the vessel from pit 9 would suggest an early 
date (Brown 1 995, 1 28), but the decorated bowl from pit 11 has a similar 
form as, and is in a fabric identical to, a probable post Deverel-Rimbury bowl 
from Iwade. 6 Elsewhere there is evidence that at its earliest Kent Deverel- 
Rimbury pottery belongs to the middle part of the tradition. A barrow 


6 Pit 310, fill 311, pot 7 
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cemetery at Bridge yielded radiocarbon dates of 1 41 0-935 cal BC 7 and 
1367-834 cal BC, 8 indirectly associated with Deverel-Rimbury pottery 
(Macpherson-Grant 1 992); while metalwork found in two Kent vessels, the 
Birchington bowl (Powell Cotton & Crawford 1 924) and the convex-sided jar 
with finger-tip impressed rim from Ramsgate referred to above (Hawkes 
1 942), correlates with the Taunton metalwork tradition, reckoned to belong 
to the middle part of the Middle Bronze Age (Rowlands 1 976, 32-3, 40, 

84-5; O’Connor 1 980, 53, 76; Needham et at. 1 997). Evidence for a late 
date for individual Kent Deverel-Rimbury assemblages comes from Iwade, 
Kingsnorth and Highstead, where Deverel-Rimbury and early post 
Deverel-Rimbury pottery occurred side by side and where there is continuity 
in fabrics across the two traditions. 

Pottery context 

Overall the ratio of coarse to fine wares is high. This reflects the vessels 
fashioned from them: large coarse wares and small fine wares. From 
feature-assemblage to feature-assemblage, however, the ratio of coarse, 
medium and fine wares to each other varies considerably (Table 1 ). Whether 
or not different feature groups are primary deposits, different proportions 
probably reflect different activities. This is important for two reasons. Firstly, 
it perhaps indicates that deposition at East Flail Farm during the Middle 
Bronze Age was piecemeal, not in bulk. These deposits do not result from the 
closing down of the site in the way postulated for many later Bronze and 
Early Iron Age sites (e.g. Davey & Macpherson-Grant 1996, 68). Secondly, it 
enables us to identify different pottery types with different activities. 

The principal distinction in the composition of feature assemblages is 
between pit 9, where the Ardleigh-type ‘bucket urn’ was dug-in like a cinerary 
urn, and pits 11,13 and 1 5, which resemble domestic-type features. Of the 
256 sherds from pit 9, all but three belonged to the Ardleigh-type urn and no 
other finds were made; whereas pits 11 and 1 5 yielded sherds from three or 
more vessels each. Additionally, pit 11 yielded daub (Table 1 ), pit 1 3 
contemporary struck flint, and all three burnt stone. The East Flail Farm fine 
wares come from domestic features. Indeed all in situ Kent Deverel-Rimbury 
fine wares have been found either in non-funerary ritual or domestic contexts. 
This is not what is seen outside the county and suggests a distinct tradition 
of pottery use in Kent during the period. 


Overall Conclusion 

East Flail Farm importantly adds to the number of single period Bronze Age 
assemblages we have from Kent. The assemblage, with its range of coarse, 
medium and fine ware fabrics and types, suggests that the Kent 
Deverel-Rimbury pottery tradition (and by implication local community 
relations) were less isolated than previous workers have suggested. This is 


7 HAR-1493, 2970+80 BP. 

8 HAR-1492, 2880+80BP. 
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demonstrated by an Ardleigh-type ‘bucket urn’, which has parallels in Essex, 
and a highly decorated globular bowl, which has parallels in Hampshire. Such a 
revision is consistent with the evidence from a find of imported Middle Bronze 
Age pottery from Monkton (Macpherson-Grant 1994), and Kent Middle 
Bronze Age metalwork, which displays a similar typological trend (see 
Rowlands 1976; O’Connor 1980). Kent was distinct in its pottery use, 
however, and seems to have hosted a number of locally distinct typological 
sub-groups. This is demonstrated by the distribution of different pottery 
types within and across the sites that yielded them. Work on the Kent Middle 
Bronze Age pottery database is ongoing and may yet explain this anomaly. 


The illustrated sherds 
Pit 9, fill 8 

1. ‘Ardleigh-style’ body sherds of probable bucket-urn decorated with rows 
of finger-tip impressions. Body diameter c 40cm. Fabric CF1. Orange-buff 
exterior surface, dark grey interior surface, brown to grey brown core. 
Figure X.1. 

2. Rounded rim. 1 4cm diameter. Fabric CF1. Roughly finished. Brown grey to 
buff exterior surface, dark grey brown interior surface, dark grey core. 
Figure X.2. 

Pit 11, fill 10 

3. Rounded rim. Un-measurable medium or small diameter. Fabric F. Roughly 
finished. Grey brown to buff exterior and interior surfaces, grey core. 
Figure X.3 

4. Slightly pinched base. 1 2cm diameter. Fabric F (Fe). Roughly finished. 

Dark grey to brown exterior surface, dark grey to grey brown interior 
surface, brown to brown red core. Figure X.4. 

5. Rounded to flat squared rim, straight neck/collar, slight, rounded shoulder, 
rounded lower body and flat base of globular bowl. Rim diameter 1 2cm. 
Fabric FF. Incised decoration on the neck/collar comprising alternating 
upright and inverted hatched chevrons, and on the shoulder lower body, 
divided from the collar and the undecorated part of the lower body by two 
finger-tip impressed cordons, six to eight horizontal lines. Dark grey to 
dark grey brown exterior surface, dark grey interior surface, dark grey 
core. Figure X.5. 

Pit 15, fill 14 

6. Rounded rim and upper body of convex-sided jar. Body diameter c 32cm. 
Fabric CF1 (better fired than vessel 1. Roughly finished with finger- 
smeared exterior. Red brown to dark brown exterior surface, dark grey 
interior surface, grey core. Figure X.6. 
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7. Finger-tip impressed rim of convex-sided jar. Un-measurable medium 
diameter. Fabric CF2. Roughly finished. Dark grey to dark brown exterior 
surface, grey to buff interior surface, grey to brown core. Figure X.7. 

8. Flat squared rim, straight neck/collar, slight, rounded to angular shoulder 
of globular bowl or jar. Rim diameter c 1 6cm. Fabric FF. Smooth, roughly 
burnished exterior, smooth, finger-smeared interior. Dark grey to dark 
grey brown exterior surface, dark grey (mostly) to buff interior surface, 
dark grey core. Figure X.8. 
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